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Abstract
Forensic anthropology has grown in recent years with increased methodological
standardization, technical advancements, and increasing numbers of academic institutions offering coursework and programs at the undergraduate and graduate
levels. However, few practicing forensic anthropologists publish the composition of
their casework, resulting in limited understanding of the true mechanics of the field
by academics and forensic professionals. This study reports on forensic anthropology casework at the Cook County Medical Examiner's Office between March 2012
and February 2022. A total of 132 cases were evaluated. Results indicate that peak
months of discovery were June (n = 19) and September (n = 17), with the fewest in
January (n = 5). Most discovery contexts were outdoor surface recoveries (n = 55) and
were fully skeletonized (n = 47). The majority of consultation requests consisted of
biological profile estimation (n = 99). An average of 77.1 days elapsed from discovery
to anthropology consult, 60.3 days from consultation to anthropological analysis, and
14.1 days from analysis to report submission. Assessment of the data indicates that
the impact of seasonal variation, changing Medical Examiner personnel, as well as
the complexity of cases influence forensic anthropology casework in Cook County.
Report and discussion of forensic anthropologists' casework strengthens our understanding of the field, allows for the formulation of best practices, and serves as data
upon which decisions regarding protocol, funding, resources, and need can be based.
With additional practitioners collecting and sharing their data, a clearer understanding of the scope and utility of the field will be appreciated by colleagues and the
greater forensic scientific community.
KEYWORDS

casework, Chicago Illinois, discovery context, forensic anthropology, month of discovery,
seasonal variation, state of remains

Highlights
• The Cook County Medical Examiner averages 13.2 forensic anthropology cases per year
(2012–2022).
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• Requests for forensic anthropology evaluation peak in June and September.
• The majority of cases evaluated were fully or partially skeletonized remains.
• Biological profile of decedents was the most common type of evaluation requested by
pathologists.
• Data sharing reveals the utility of anthropological analyses and facilitates best practices.
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M ATE R I A L S A N D M E TH O DS

Attention toward the field of forensic anthropology has increased

Illinois supports a mixed Coroner/Medical Examiner system, with

in recent years. The field's growing recognition has been fueled

the Cook County Medical Examiner's Office (CCMEO) serving as the

by methodological and technological advancements in addition to

only Medical Examiner's office in the state. The CCMEO jurisdiction

improved standardization. This has led to an increased number of

extends over 1635 square miles, covers 63 miles of lakeshore, ap-

courses offered in undergraduate and graduate degree programs,

proximately 11% (70,000 acres; 110 sq mi) of forest preserve lands,

increased numbers of board-certified forensic anthropologists (D-

and includes approximately 5.2 million people representing 45% of

ABFA), and more Medical Examiners and Coroner's (ME/C) engaging

the population of Illinois [19, 20]. Approximately 16,000 deaths are

directly with forensic anthropology practitioners [1–4]. However,

reported annually, with 5600 requiring further examination [20].

the nature and composition of casework completed by active, prac-

Prior to March 2012, anthropology consultations were made by Dr.

ticing forensic anthropologists often remains unpublished, resulting

Clyde Snow who visited Chicago several times per year to assist with

in limited knowledge of the operationalization of the field by aca-

cases in Cook County and neighboring Coroner's Offices.

demics and forensic professionals.

Since March 2012, two anthropologists, working in concert, have

Publication of forensic anthropological casework by practi-

been hired as part-time consultants on 2-year renewable contracts.

tioners serving a single jurisdiction is limited. Rather, publications

The first author (EBW) has been a Diplomate of the American Board

historically focus on cases of public interest and the lifetime work

of Forensic Anthropology since 2020. In most instances, the anthro-

of individual practitioners [5–8] or casework spanning multiple

pologists are notified of a need for anthropological consultation by a

decades [5, 9, 10]. This has led, in part, to the perception that the

forensic pathologist after remains have been brought to the Medical

specialization is beyond the scope or out of reach for many ME/C

Examiner's Office. Upon review of CCMEO Investigator's Reports,

offices [11]. Recently, however, a number of practicing forensic an-

photographs taken upon arrival and throughout the autopsy pro-

thropologists have published aspects of their casework in an effort

cess under the pathologists' direction, and radiographs taken of

to share data and provide context. Pokines [12], for instance, pro-

the decedent upon arrival at the CCMEO, the anthropologists may

vides an analysis of 8 years (2011–2018) of casework focusing on

request maceration. This is completed by the Medical Examiner's

taphonomy and the relatively large archeological and historic na-

staff. Additional photographs are taken by CCMEO Photography

ture (35% of total sample) of cases entering the Office of the Chief

Department staff under the anthropologists' direction during an-

Medical Examiner, Boston. Ost et al. [13] provide a review of the

thropological analysis.

casework at Mercyhurst University from 1983 to 2020 focusing on

With the objective of evaluating the composition of forensic

the changing role of forensic anthropologists and their increased in-

anthropology casework at the CCMEO between March 2012 and

clusion in fatal fire scene recoveries. Additionally, many practicing

February 2022, the following variables were recorded: number of

forensic anthropologists in the Southwest U.S. have reported on the

anthropological analyses per year, month of initial discovery, dece-

changing nature of their casework due to increased numbers of mi-

dent depositional environment, condition of remains upon initial

grant deaths along the U.S.-Mexico border and the need for better

discovery, type of anthropology consult requested, time from dis-

means of positive identification and repatriation (e.g., Ref. [14–18]).

covery to consultation request, time from consultation request to

While these reports offer insight into the scope and the utility of

analysis, and time from analysis to report submission.

work conducted, comparing these data to casework needed and/or

Month of initial discovery and decedent depositional environ-

completed in urban jurisdictions is difficult given the varied contexts

ment were appreciated based on Investigator's Reports received

within which forensic anthropologists work.

with initial anthropologist consult request. Depositional environ-

Hence, we suggest that sharing and publishing reports on the

mental conditions included ground surface outdoors, indoors,

composition of anthropology casework from varied jurisdictions will

aqueous, completely buried, partially buried, found within a vehi-

provide essential data upon which planning, needs assessment, and

cle, displaced, or unknown. The displaced category includes remains

resource determinations can be appraised. Continued discussion

noted in the Investigator's Report or suggested by the forensic

and publication of casework will serve future practitioners within

pathologists to have been discovered apart from the original point

anthropology and the broader audience of forensic scientists who

of deposition. Condition of remains upon initial discovery was as-

engage with or request our expertise.

sessed from photography taken upon arrival of the remains at the
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CCMEO, since the forensic anthropologists are rarely called into

(believed to have been discovered apart from original location of

the field to assist with recovery. Categories for condition of remains

deposition; n = 16, 12.1%), aqueous (recovered from Lake Michigan,

upon discovery include fully fleshed (no visually apparent decom-

local rivers, or canals; n = 15, 11.3%), buried (n = 11, 8.3%), partially

positional openings in the soft tissue), partially decomposed (soft

buried (n = 3, 2.2%), in a vehicle (n = 1, 0.7%) or unknown (n = 1,

tissue demonstrates decompositional changes, with openings in soft

0.7%) (Figure 2).

tissue), severe decomposition with partial skeletonization (minimal

Upon initial discovery, most cases were fully skeletonized (n = 47,

skeletonized elements are visually appreciated), mostly skeletonized

35.6%), many were in a state of severe decomposition with partial

(more than 50% of the decedent was skeletonized, but remnant soft

skeletonization (n = 44, 33.3%), a few were partially decomposed

tissue is still visually appreciated inhibiting complete skeletal analy-

(n = 17, 12.8%), mostly skeletonized (n = 13, 9.8%), fully fleshed

sis), fully skeletonized, displaying thermal alteration (some compo-

(n = 4, 3.0%), or displaying some degree of thermal alteration (n = 4,

nent of soft or skeletal tissue demonstrated thermal alteration), or

3.0%) (Figure 3). No cases of cremation were reported.
While an anthropological consult request may include multiple

initial condition of remains was unknown.
Demographic variables of decedents, including estimation of age

analyses, 99 requests (75.0%) included biological profile estimation,

at death, sex, and ancestry, are not included in this analysis since the

62 requests (46.9%) included trauma analysis, 17 (12.8%) included

focus is on the composition of anthropological casework, rather than

human/nonhuman assessment, and 5 (3.7%) requested estimation

the decedents themselves. However, demographic analyses of dece-

of the minimum number of individuals. In one case, the pathologist

dents in anthropological casework in other jurisdictions have been

specifically requested age estimation only. Most requests included

provided by Falsetti [6], Grisbaum & Ubelaker [10], and Komar [9].

multiple analyses (most commonly requesting biological profile and
trauma analysis) (Figure 4).

3
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On average, from 2012 to 2022, 77.1 days elapsed from dis-

R E S U LT S

covery of the decedent to a request for anthropology consult (time
to notification, TTN), 60.3 days elapsed from consultation request

A total of 132 cases (including human/nonhuman assessments) dis-

to anthropology analysis of the case (time to analysis, TTA), and

tributed over 10 years produce an average of 13.2 cases per year,

14.1 days from the anthropological analysis to the final report sub-

with the greatest number of cases occurring in 2021 (n = 19, 14.3%)

mission (time to report, TTR). In 2012, data for TTN and TTA were

and the fewest in 2020 (n = 8, 6.0%) (Table 1).

not available for all cases. TTN and TTA were significantly influenced

The greatest number of cases were discovered each June (n = 19,

by a backlog of Medical Examiner casework, particularly of uniden-

14.3%), with the fewest cases discovered each January (n = 5, 3.7%)

tified decedents, as well as staff availability to macerate partially or

(Figure 1). Summer months (June to September) demonstrated

fully fleshed remains. For example, included in the 2014 casework

markedly greater caseload discovery compared to winter months

were two cases brought to the CCMEO in 2010, one case from 2011

(December to February).

and two cases from 2012. These contributed to the large TTN and

Most cases were outdoor, ground surface recoveries (n = 55,

TTA annual averages for that year (Table 2).

41.6%), with indoor recoveries being the second most common
discovery context (n = 30, 22.7%). Fewer cases were displaced
TA B L E 1 Number of forensic anthropology cases per year
(March 2012–February 2022) at the CCMEO (N = 132)

a

|

DISCUSSION

In this 10-year retrospective, forensic anthropology consultations
at the Cook County Medical Examiner's Office demonstrate a

Year

n

2012a

12

referred to anthropologists for analysis at the CCMEO consisted of

2013

13

skeletonized or partially skeletonized remains found on the ground

2014

12

surface with little to no indication of the decedent's identity and

2015

18

no perimortem skeletal trauma that could assist the pathologists'

2016

14

assessment of cause or manner of death. Less frequently, anthro-

2017

9

2018

17

2019

9

2020

8

2021

19

2022b

1

Data covering 10 months (March to December).

b

4

Data covering 2 months (January to February).

range of casework and case conditions. In general, a “typical” case

pologists were called in for consultation on cases involving isolated
anatomical elements (such as crania denoted as “trophy skulls”)
or requested to confirm the identification of nonhuman, faunal
remains at the CCMEO. This may be due to efforts by the Cook
County Sheriff's Office and the Chicago Police Department to
instruct officers to contact the CCMEO forensic anthropologists
directly prior to creating a formal police report or initiating a case
number at the CCMEO when recovered remains are suspected to
be nonhuman.
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F I G U R E 1 Forensic anthropology
cases by month of discovery (total
casework N = 132)

F I G U R E 2 Forensic anthropology
casework by discovery context (total
casework N = 132)

Caseload number per year at the CCMEO was relatively con-

our analysis, most cases were discovered in warm, summer months

sistent over the decade. Comparable to results from Pilloud et al.

(June and September) and least often discovered in winter (January).

[21], we averaged 13.2 cases per year (including human/nonhuman

These results are comparable to those described by Pokines et al.

assessments). T. Dale Stewart [8], during his period of maximum fo-

[25], who report that human remains from Massachusetts are most

rensic casework, averaged 10.6 cases per year. Bass & Driscoll [22]

frequently discovered in April and May and least frequently discov-

noted a significant increase in caseload over time between 1971 to

ered in January and February. Pokines et al. [25] attribute this pat-

1981. They attributed this increase to educational efforts in forensic

tern, comparable to Illinois, to winter snow and ice melt, removal

anthropology at the University of Tennessee-Knoxville for students,

of leaf litter through human or nonhuman animal activity, increased

law enforcement, and “citizens' groups” [22, p. 159]. The apprecia-

pedestrian traffic and natural flora decomposition. Similarly, in his

ble increase in our CCMEO caseload in 2021 (Table 1) was due to

discussion of the work of Dr. William Maples and cases assessed

COVID-19 restrictions and protocols, which began in March 2020,

through the C. A. Pound Human Identification Lab, Falsetti [6] re-

yielding significant reduction of anthropological consultations in

ports that May and June yield the greatest number of forensic cases

2020 and a compensatory increase in 2021.

in Florida, with July to September being particularly slow. This pat-

Data on caseload by month are directly related to the environ-

tern was attributed to the heat of summer months, which tends to

ment and climate of Illinois, specifically Cook County. Within the

attract pedestrian traffic to the coast and away from wooded areas

10-year duration of this study, this area experienced variable precip-

where human remains are often discovered.

itation (maximum precipitation of 10.35 inches, October 2017 and

Other analyses of forensic anthropology casework report vary-

minimum precipitation of 0.36 inches, January 2022) and tempera-

ing caseloads associated with month of discovery. Grisbaum and

ture (maximum monthly mean of 91.7°F, July 2012 and minimum

Ubelaker's [10] evaluation of cases submitted for forensic anthro-

monthly mean of 8.8°F, January 2014), with a Köppen-Geiger clas-

pological analysis to the Smithsonian Institution from the Federal

sification dfa subtype (hot summer humid continental) [23, 24]. In

Bureau of Investigations over a period of 30 years found that most
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F I G U R E 3 State of remains for
anthropology casework (total casework
N = 132)

F I G U R E 4 Types of forensic
anthropology consult requests (single
requests can include multiple types of
analysis; H/N: Human/nonhuman, MNI:
Minimum number of individuals; total
casework N = 132)

TA B L E 2 Elapsed days from discovery of decedent to anthropological consultation notification (TTN), from consultation request to
anthropological analysis (TTA), and from anthropological analysis to final report submission (TTR) per year (N = 132 cases)
Variable

2012

2013

2014

2015

2016

2017

2018

2019

2020

2021

2022

TTN

1.0

82.1

499.0

72.5

30.8

13.0

7.4

38.0

25.4

29.1

34.0

TTA

1.0

24.8

104.0

36.3

32.1

27.8

19.4

64.3

156.0

105.0

104.0

TTR

22.3

30.8

21.8

7.9

11.4

9.6

12.6

10.6

11.8

9.0

5.31

cases were discovered in November and May, and that the fewest

41.6%), which is comparable to Pokines' [12] report, which notes

cases were in February. Bass and Driscoll's [22] analysis of a decade

that 25.8% of the cases were discovered outdoors on the ground

of forensic anthropological casework in Tennessee notes that re-

surface. Similarly, Grisbaum and Ubelaker [10, p. 10] report that

mains were most frequently discovered in January and discovered

23.9% of their cases were “exposed or buried outdoors.” CCMEO

less often in April, July, and October.

cases associated with aqueous environments comprise 11.3% of all

The environmental contexts of remains brought to the CCMEO

cases, while Pokines [12, p. 296] reports that 16.7% were “marine

for anthropological analysis can also be compared to those reported

or river remains” and Grisbaum and Ubelaker [10, p. 10] notes that

in other laboratories and offices. Most of the CCMEO anthropol-

“remains retrieved from water or associated with water” constituted

ogy cases were discovered outdoors on the ground surface (n = 55,

15.8% of their sample. Pokines [12] attributes his findings to the
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is completed by CCMEO staff and affected by staff availability. The

Lake Michigan with inland areas frequently proximate to rivers and

forensic anthropologists do not perform maceration due to contrac-

smaller channels.

tual and time limitations. Another factor is case backlog. The Cook

Few assessments of forensic anthropology casework mention

County Medical Examiner's Office suffered a backlog of cases in

the type of consult or type of analysis requested by ME/Cs. While

the early 2010s [27], but the appointment of a new Chief Medical

most consults in our analysis included biological profile (75.0%),

Examiner during this period, as well as more consistent forensic an-

trauma analysis (46.9%) was the second largest category, with many

thropology consultation (by both coauthors) reduced this backlog.

consult requests including multiple analyses. Requests for human

However, this contributed to the large and inconsistent numbers

versus nonhuman assessment were relatively uncommon (12.8%);

of consultations during this period. Lastly, the unexpected increase

however, among other cited data in the literature, values vary sig-

in deaths related to the COVID-19 pandemic in early 2020 [28]

nificantly. Pokines [12, 26, p. 235], for instance, reports in an analysis

also contributed to a delay in anthropology consults for unidenti-

of casework between 2012 and a portion of 2014, that 90% of the

fied deaths, particularly those requiring maceration conducted by

caseload consisted of nonhuman remains. Falsetti [6] indicates that

CCMEO staff.

Maples' caseload included 11% nonhuman assessments, while Marks

Evaluation of data regarding time from anthropological analysis

[5] reports that 21.7% of Bass' casework involved nonhuman versus

to report submission (TTR) was undertaken to investigate whether

human assessment. Bass and Driscoll [22, p. 161] report 20% of their

the authors were in compliance with their contractual obligation

caseload as “animal” (presumed to be nonhuman animal). Variation in

to submit reports within 30 days of in-person analysis. This sta-

the frequency or need of human versus nonhuman assessment may

tistic demonstrated the least variation over the 10-year duration.

rest, as mentioned previously for the CCMEO, on ME/C protocols,

However, variation in case report submission is noteworthy, as it

as the law enforcement officers may contact the forensic anthropol-

coincided with case complexity.

ogists directly for a preliminary evaluation prior to formally entering
the case into the ME/C system.

It is important to note the biases within our sample and methods. For instance, remains identified as historically Native American

Evaluation of the intervals between discovery and anthropo-

were not appreciated within our sample, although both authors

logical consultation notification (TTN), consultation request to an-

have been asked to consult on such cases in neighboring jurisdic-

thropological analysis (TTA) and analysis to report submission (TTR)

tions during this time period. The categorization of “consultation

provides interesting and varying results. The interval between time

type” also introduces bias. For instance, two cases brought to the

of discovery to time of consult notification (TTN) request varied

CCMEO, which may be academically described as “trophy skulls”

considerably. This is due, in part, to the “consultant” role of the fo-

based on recovery context, were included in this study as the pa-

rensic anthropologists at the CCMEO, rather than being full-time

thologists' requested consult was for “biological profile” and/or

employees embedded in the system and readily available for daily

“MNI.” These categorizations may not be consistent across juris-

consultation. Other factors play a role, including pathologist's work-

dictions. Lastly, forensic anthropologists at the CCMEO are rarely

load, prioritization of cases by pathologists, and their familiarity with

asked to assist with the in situ recovery of remains, although their

the scope and benefits of forensic anthropology analyses. Many

contract stipulates that they must be available upon request in

pathologists rotate through the CCMEO as Fellows with varying

cases of “emergency consultation.” In situ recovery without anthro-

familiarity with forensic anthropology. Both authors invite Fellows

pological consultation or participation may result in the incomplete

to view forensic anthropology analyses and the first author (EBW)

recovery of remains and reduced contextual information (anatom-

provides a formal lecture on forensic anthropology to Fellows an-

ical placement of body and/or environmental variables) that can

nually. Additionally, it is common that anthropological consultations

contribute to anthropological assessments. It is equally important

are not immediately requested upon initial analysis by forensic pa-

to note that all anthropological consults at the CCMEO come at the

thologists but may later be requested if other means of identification

request of the medical examiner/forensic pathologists who deter-

or trauma evaluation are unsuccessful. The delayed interval is most

mine whether further assessment is warranted. Hence, it is impera-

notable in 2014, when the average time to consult was 499 days due

tive that medical examiners/forensic pathologists are aware of the

to two consult requests made that year for cases originally brought

scope of work conducted by forensic anthropologists and ways in

to the CCMEO in 2010, one case in 2011, and two cases in 2012.

which anthropological analysis can contribute to the assessment of

While these delays were uncharacteristically long, they suggest that

human remains.

the forensic pathologists had a growing familiarity with forensic
anthropology and that presentations by both authors at the facility
appeared to have successfully provided background and elaboration

5
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on anthropological techniques that inform forensic casework.
It is evident from the data that time from consultation request

Analyses of key aspects of forensic anthropology casework

to anthropological analysis (TTA) also varied considerably over the

within jurisdictions provides practitioners and ME/C offices in-

decade under evaluation (Table 2). The fluctuation can be attributed

sights into both successful and vulnerable components of their

to a number of factors. First, many cases require maceration, which

casework. Delays in TTN might be mitigated, for instance, by
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increasing forensic pathologists' understanding of the role and
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semi-a nnual presentations by forensic anthropologists to pathologists and staff at ME/C facilities can help elucidate the utility
of forensic anthropology in forensic casework. In some jurisdictions, delays in TTA appear sensitive to ME/C staffing, as maceration and preparation of cases rely upon sufficient numbers and
adequate training of staff to complete the task. Lastly, variation
in TTR rests in the hands of the forensic anthropologists, with
particularly complex cases requiring adequate time for evaluation
and outside consultation.
Comparative analyses between ME/C offices are uncommon but
offer great promise in demonstrating the origins and implications of
variation across locales. As noted by Pilloud et al. [21], the lack of
baseline data concerning the composition of forensic anthropology
casework affects the ability to appreciate a “normal” caseload or to
be able to demonstrate need within ME/C offices. Comparative analyses also provide means to recognize ways to improve or streamline
forensic anthropology consultations.
The field of forensic anthropology is becoming increasingly appreciated within the forensic community, with practitioners regularly serving as consultants or full-time staff of ME/Cs throughout
the United States [29]. The NAME accreditation process for ME/C
offices lists “access to forensic anthropology” [30, p. 9], “availability of expert consultants in…forensic anthropology” [30, p. 31], and
the potential to be “affiliated with a forensic anthropologist certified by the American Board of Forensic Anthropology” [30, p. 32] as
key aspects of the inspection process. With increasing recognition
and focus on professionalization, standardization, and certification
in the field [4, 31, 32], it is hoped that consistency among forensic
anthropologists and ME/C offices, as well as clear communication
within and beyond the field, will foster a growing appreciation for
“specialist tacit knowledge” [3, p. 5] that is essential to the field of
forensics as a whole.
Discussion of the range of services, support, and expertise forensic anthropologists provide ME/C offices broadens the understanding of the field, allows for the formulation of best practices,
and serves as data upon which decisions regarding protocol, funding,
resources, and need can be based. With additional practitioners collecting and sharing data, a clearer window into the scope and utility of the field will be appreciated by both our colleagues and the
greater forensic scientific community.
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